Cambridge Examinations. 371 Cambridge Examinations. In our last Number we gave insertion to a letter, signed "Justus," in answer to one bearing tbe signature of " Yerax" in our NumJjer for August.
Verax has answered the letter alluded to in the pages of a contemporary and we subjoin his protest against the accuracy of Justus, on the old principle of stating both sides of the question.
To the Editor of the London Medical Gazette. Sir,?The Medical and Physical Journal of the 1st September contains a letter, signed Justus, which comments on some observations of mine in the preceding Number accompanying the copies of the examination for the degree of M.B. at Cambridge.
I am well acquainted with the discipline of that university, and with the medical examinations during the last eight years, and also with the system pursued at Edinburgh and in London; and not ignorant of the nature of the medical examinations in the other capital cities of Europe. The charge, therefore, of ignorance of the subject falls to the ground.
I have now, therefore, to refer to the other charge?the only alternative left me by Justus?of being "uncandid."
I repeat, I am well acquainted with the university and its institutions : it is the first time I have ever heard " that many of the most difficult questions were not expected to be answered at alland, from my personal knowledge, I can aver that the assertion is not correct.
The examination is a bond fide examination, as much so as that in Edinburgh or in London; and the best proof of this is, that candidates are not nnfrequently rejected from the very circumstance of not answering questions which Justus would make us believe were only pro form(i: I am acquainted with instances of such rejection.
In every examination, whether at Edinburgh or in London, a candidate is not rejected if lie answers, either imperfectly or not at all, one or two out of many questions, unless such questions are so easy as to make ignorance of them quite disgraceful. In the same manner, at Cambridge, a man would not be rejected for not answering a difficult question as to a process in pharmacy, or an equivalent number in chemistry, although his ready answer to such questions would give a very favorable idea of the way in which he had employed his time, in addition to his knowledge on other subjects more immediately applying to medical science.
Justus observes, " a printed list of all the questions are given him on his admission, and, by subsequent reference or study, he may become capable of understanding the whole." Not one word of this do I comprehend, for not one word of it is correct. The candidate has no knowledge whatever of the questions to be put to him previous to his entering the examination room, except that he is to have questions in anatomy, physiology, practice of physic, pharmacy, and chemistry, with portions of Hippocrates and Celsus for translation. It is needless to observe, that, neither in the schools nor in the professor's rooms, where these examinations are conducted, are there any means of reference whatever.
There is an insinuation, if possible, still more incorrect than these gross mis-statements ; viz. " furnished by the teachers of the different schools in London, that the number at present is somewhat above 800; the diminution in the number since the year 1823 being the consequence, probably, of the pupils resorting to foreign schools, the advantages of which were less known at the former period than they are at present.
When it is considered what a demand there is for practitioners, as well to meet the wants of an increased population at home, as of an extended empire 375 of colonies and dependencies abroad, this rapid increase of students will not appear surprising; and if it is considered, also, that not only is that demand an increasing one, but that every practitioner, however humble, from that laudable desire for intellectual improvement-which characterises the present age, endeavours, if he can afford it, to obtain a good education, and must regard himself as ill educated if he has not gone through a course of dissection, the eventual increase of dissecting students can hardly be calculated, should their wants be supplied abundantly and at a cheap rate.
Although the students now attending the schools of anatomy in London exceed 800, not more than 500 of this number actually dissect. The duration of their studies in London is usually sixteen months, and during that time the number of subjects with which every student in surgery ought to be supplied, appears from the evidence (although there is some difference on this point) to be not less than three; two being required for learning the structure of the parts of the body, and one the mode of operating. The total number of subjects actually dissected in the schools of London, in one year, is stated to be not greater than from 450 to 500, which is after the rate of less than one subject for each dissecting student; a proportion wholly insufficient for the purposes of complete education.
Dissection, on an extended scale, began in this country before there existed any such general feeling in its favour, founded on an opinion of its utility, that the British government, after the example of some foreign governments, would venture openly to patronise it. Accordingly, when, in 1763, Dr. Hunter proposed to build an anatomical theatre, and to endow it with his museum and a salary for a professor, provided the government would grant him a site of ground for the institution, and his late Majesty would extend to it his countenance and protection, be met with a silent refusal. It was therefore only by stealth, and by means not recognised by the law, that the teacher was enabled to procure subjects. These means, it is notorious, from the time of Dr. Hunter down to the present time, have been principally disinterment^ though, of late, other illegal modes and contrivances, such as stealing before burial, personation of relatives for the purpose of claiming bodies, &c. have occasionally been had recourse to. For some time after the first establishment of dissecting schools, while the number of teachers and studems was small, and the demand for subjects very limited, the means which were resorted to for obtaining a supply were adequate to the wants of the students, and bodies were obtained in abundance and cheaply. The cxhumators at that time were few, and circumspect in their proceedings; detection was rare; the offence was little noticed by the public, and was scarcely regarded as penal; so that (according to one of the witnesses) long after the decision of the judges, in 1788, that disinterment was a misdemeanour, prosecutions for this offence were not common, and offenders taken in the fact were usually liberated. If this state of things had continued, though the illegality of the practices had recourse to must be conceded, yet they could scarcely be said to occasion evils of such magnitude as to require a legislative remedy. But the number of students and teachers having greatly increased, and, with them, the demand for subjects and the number of exhumators, detections became frequent, the practice of exhumation notorious, and public odium and vigilance were directed strongly against the offenders. It may be collected from the debates in Parliament which took place in the year 1796, during the progress of a Bill for subjecting to dissection tlie bodies of felons executed for burglary and robbery, that even at that time the public regarded disinterment with strong feelings of jealousy.
In proportion as the public became vigilant, the laws relating to sepulture were interpreted and executed with increasing rigor; and, as the price of subjects rose with the difficulty of obtaining them, the premium for breaking the laws increased with the penalty. The The price of a subject, about thirty years ago, was from one to two guineas; the teacher now pays from eight to ten guineas; and the price has risen even to sixteen guineas. The teachers deliver subjects to their dissecting pupils at a lower price than that at which thp.v purchase tliem? having been compelled to resort to this expedient, lest dissection in London should be abandoned altogether. The loss which they thus sustain is made good out of the fees which they receive for attendance on their lectures in the anatomical theatre. The cost of providing subjects is also enhanced to the teacher, by his being required occasionally to defend the exhumator against legal prosecution, and to maintain him against want, if sentenced to imprisonment, and his family, (in case he has one,) until the period of his punishment expires.
Nor This state of the law is injurious to students, teachers, and practitioners, in every department of medical and surgical science, aud appears to the committee to be highly prejudicial to the public interests also.
It is the duty of the student to obtain, before entering into practice, the most perfect knowledge he is able of his profession, and for that purpose to study thoroughly the structure and functions of the human body; in which study he can only succeed by frequent and repeated dissection. But his wants cannot be adequately supplied in this country, except at an expence amounting nearly to a prohibition, which can be afforded only by the most wealthy, and precludes many students from dissecting altogether. From There are no private dissecting schools at Paris, but two public ones; that of the Ecole de la Medicine, and that adjoining the Hdpital de la Piti6. These are supplied exclusively from the different hospitals and from the institutions for maintaining paupers, the supply from certain of these establishments being appropriated to one school, and that from the remaining establishments to the other.
The distribution of subjects to the two schools is confided to a public officer, the Ch?f des travaux Anatomiques. He causes them to be conveyed from the hospitals, at an early hour, in a covered carriage, so constructed as not to attract notice, to a building at the schools, set apart for that purpose. They are then distributed by the prosecteurs to the students; and, after dissection, being again enveloped in cloth, are conveyed to the nearest place of interment.
The students at the Ecole de la Medicine consist of young men who have distinguished themselves at a public examination, though the person at the head of the establishment is also allowed to admit pupils to dissect. The school of la Piti6 is open to students of all nations, who, on entering themselves, may be supplied with as many subjects as they require, at a price varying, according to the state in which the body is, from three to twelve francs; priority of choice, however, being given to the elcves internes'oFTEe ^different hospitals, and the subjects being delivered to them at a reduced price. English surgeons were here permitted, until lately, to engage private rooms for the purpose of lecturing on anatomy to students of their own nation, and to superintend their labours in the dissecting room. From the protection and facilities which have thus been afforded to the study of anatoniy at Paris, it has become the resort of the medical students of all nations; the practice of exhumation is wholly unknown, and the feelings of the people appear not to be violated.
It is the opinion of almost all the witnesses that the adoption in this country of a plan similar in most respects to that which prevails in France, would afford a simple and adequate remedy for the existing evils. They recommend that the bodies of those who during life have been maintained at the public charge, and who die in workhouses, hospitals, and other charitable institutions, should, if not claimed by next of kin within a certain time after death, be given up, under proper regulations, to the anatomist: and some of the witnesses would extend the same rule to the unclaimed bodies of those who die in prisons, penitentiaries, and other places of confinement. In the hospitals which supply subjects to the anatomical schools of France and Italy, religious rites are paid to the dead, before giving up the bodies for dissection: in the plan proposed for this country, most of the witnesses recommend that the performance of religious rites should be deferred until after dissection, and they are anxious that the anatomist should be required, under adequate seen-rities, or a system of effective superintendence, to cause to be administered, at his own expense, to the bodies which he dissects, religious solemnities and the usual rites of burial.
The plan proposed has this essential circumstance to recommend it, that, provided it were carried into effect, it would yield a supply of subjects that, in London at least, would be adequate to the wants of the anatomist. The number of anatomical students resorting annually to London, and the number of subjects with which they ought to be adoption. An objection founded on religious feelings does not apply to the plan in question only, but would be equally valid, generally, against all dissection whatsoever; and should lead those who urge it, consistently with their own principles, to endeavour to put down altogether the study of practical anatomy.
Though it may be \rue that the public are, to a certain degree, averse to dissection, yet it is satisfactory to find several of the witnesses adducing facts to prove that those feelings of aversion are on the decline. They state that in those parish infirmaries where the bodies of those who die are examined, as the practice has become common, it has been viewed with less jealousy; that in those hospitals where a similar rule prevails, neither patients themselves are deterred from applying for admission, nor their relatives on their behalf; that the addition of public dissecting rooms to hospitals has not produced any diminution in the number of applications for relief within the walls of those hospitals; and that, by reasoning with the friends of those who die, and by explaining to them how important it is to the art of healing that examination should take place after death, they may usually be brought to consent to the bodies of their friends being examined. Hence it is argued that, in involving the subject of dissection in mystery, as has hitherto been the case, the public have been treated injudiciously; that, with proper precautions, and the light of public discussion to guide them, they may be made to perceive the importance of the study generally, and the reasonableness of the particular measure now contemplated, and that, when they come to regard it as the means of suppressing exhumation, they will receive it with favor, and finally acquiesce in it.
The legislative measure which most of the witnesses are desirous of, in order to enable them to carry the plan into effect, is the repeal of any existing law which would subject to penalties those who might be concerned in carrying the proposed plan into execution : they wish for an enactment, permissive and not mandatory, declaring that it shall not be deemed illegal for the governors of workhouses, &c. and for anatomists, the former to dispose of, the latter to receive and to dissect, the bodies of those dying in such workhouses, &c.; such bodies not having been claimed, within a time to be specified, by any immediate relations, and due provision being made for the invariable performance of funeral rites. Some few of the witnesses, indeed, who state that they wish for the success of the plan, contemplate any legislative interference whatever in this matter with apprehension ; but they do not appear to have been aware how nearly the cases decided by the courts of law, and already adverted to, would apply to persons engaged in executing the plan inquestion. In those cases the bodies, for the non-burying of which the defendants were severally convicted, were those of a pauper who died in a workhouse, and of a person who had suffered death as a felon. If these cases apply, as it appears they do, to persons engaged in giving up or in receiving, for other purposes than for burial, the bodies of the inmates of workhouses or of prisons, snch impediments to the success of the plan cannot be removed, as these witnesses think they might be, simply by the favorable interference of the executive government, however disposed to show indulgence to the profession; but an Act of the legislature can alone provide a remedy.
Amongst the measures that have been suggested for lessening the dislike of the public to dissection, is that of repealing the clause of the Act of George IT. which directs that the bodies of murderers shall be given np to be anatomised. It appears from the retnrns already laid before the House, that, as regards the direct operation of this clause on the supply of subjects, the number which it yields to the anatomist is so small in comparison of his total wants, that the inconvenience which he would sustain from its repeal would be wholly unimportant. As to its remote operation, almost the whole of the witnesses examined before the committee, and of those whose written communications will be found in the Appendix, are of opinion that the clause in question, by attaching to dissection the mark of ignominy, increases the dislike of the public to anatomy, and they therefore are desirous that the clause should be repealed.
The committee would be very unwilling to interfere with any penal enact> ment which might have, or seem to have, a tendency to prevent the commission of atrocious crimes; but, as it may reasonably be doubted whether the dread of dissection can be reckoned amongst the obstacles to the perpetration of such crimes, and as it is manifest that the clause in question must create a strong and mischievous prejudice against the practice of anatomy, the committee think themselves justified in concluding that more evil than good results from its continuance.
The committee consider that they would imperfectly discharge their duties if they did not state their conviction of the importance to the public interests of the subject of their inquiries. As the members of the profession are well educated, so is their ability increased to remove or alleviate human suffering. As the science of anatomy has improved, many operations formerly thought necessary have been altogether dispensed with; most of those retained have been rendered more simple ; and many new ones have been performed, to the saving of the lives of patients, which were formerly thought impossible. To neglect the practice of dissection, would lead to the greatest aggravation of human misery; since anatomy, if not learned by that practice, must be learned by mangling the living. Though all classes are deeply interested in affording protection to the study of anatomy, yet the poor and middle classes are the most so: they will be the-most benefited by promoting it, and the principal sufferers by discouraging it. The rich, when they require professional assistance, can afford to employ those who have acquired the reputation of practising successfully. It is on the poor that the inexperienced commence their practice, and it is to the poor that the practice of the lower order of practitioners is confined. It is, therefore, for the interest of the poor especially that professional education should be rendered cheap and of easy attainment; that the lowest order of practitioners (which is the most numerous), and the students on their first entry into practice, may be found well instructed in the duties of their profession.
Such, on an attentive consideration of the evidence adduced, is the deliberate judgment of the committee on the matters submitted to them; and it now remains for the House to consider whether it will not be expedient to introduce, in the course of the ensuing session, some legislative measure, whicli may give effect to the recommendations contained in the present Report. 22 The quantity of Rain fallen in the month of August, was 2 inches and 80.100ths.
